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AS mMost people concerned ebout guarding Gov-
FUhLent seCrels discover, the troubie is taere are
- vy ol them. They pile up so fast they sgill
over, leak out, indeed, rave to be routinely poured
(It Witk every cificial transaction, But teit ‘oot of
¥ashingion life eludes an Administration team now
stdring the guestion. It dreams about a law that
“oulc make it & crime 10 divulge any information

‘ ciassified as secret,

Congress has never entertained that fantasy,

“and there’s nc reason to start now. The Interdepart.

ental Group on Unauthorized Disclosure of Classi-

_fied Information has done enough damage by mis-

‘zading President Reagan into an absurdly broad

- censorship regime for the speeches end writings of

=resent and former Government employees,

The advocates of prosecution have not cited any
grave cases of damage to the nationgl security to
faglify their alerm; that, apparently, would be tell-
NE = secren M- Resagan, like all Presidents, has
“everal times had it up to his Keister with leaks trom
his inner circle, but sureiy it's not his closest eides
#10 are being nominated for jail,

Laymen, even judges, are understandably con-
fused by this recurring debate. When they hear *‘se.
cret,” they think of weapons blueprints or military
codes; they can’t believe anyone would divulge such
secrets except for sinister purposes,

But truly secret secress are relatively few, and
“in) are in f2¢t securely protected oy the espic-
lzws. Whet is now under discussion are the
mountains of papers — practicelly all papers
“mcZuced or received by the Departments of State
) ziense — that are classifiec for reascns of ad-

isrative, pelitica] or diplomatic convenience.

suncreds of people are rubber.stamping ciessi-

F'he Secret About Secrets

fications onto routine reports from embassies, legis-
lative lobbying plans, evea press clippings and ap-
pointment calendars. These classifications, if valid,
are rarely valid for more than a few days or weeks,
But no one bothers or dares to declassify — except as
officials begin to speak with other departments or
governments or try to sell their policies to Congress
and the press. Hardly any activity in the Govern-
ment’s interest is possible without the routine disclo-
sure of these “‘secrets.”

Even then, most important confidences are in
fact kept as long as any conceivable national inter-
est requires. But when discretion fails and some se-
cret is let out — like the news the other day that
Venezuela has trained some Salvadoran troops «
the offenders are usually high officials who've gone
& notch too far too soon on some urgent, deliberate
bit of business or propaganda. Jail bait?

Government is well equipped to punish, dismiss
and stigratize real violators of nationa] security.
But Government harbors many motives for secrecy
that have nothing to do with security. Individuals
and departments routinely seek to protect them-
selves from embarrassment and scrutiny; too often,
they are not only uninterested in public debate but
actively working to prevent it. ’

The uneasy tension between those who thus se- .

crete infcrmation and those who ferret it out has
worked amazingly well for many decades. To upset
the balance and chill public discussion with & crimi.
nal law is more than mischievous: jt tnreatens the
high national interest in informed discussion.

A law would never, in any case, yield more than
selective prosecution of scme hapless underlings,
And as every Presidential memoir testifies, the
leaks that bring on these trepidations almost alwavs
occur zt the loftiest levels. Thev are sometimesz de-
plorabie, but they are rarely criminal.
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